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ABSTRACT 
Developing and changing images of a tourist destination is a difficult process. Part of the process is to research 
what tourists identify as the true and strong elements of the destination in question. The central argument is that 
any destination positioning effort should consider the image tourists have about the destination and their 
motivation to travel to the said destination. This paper highlights the necessity of understanding the Chinese 
market in order to properly position Malaysia in the eye of this market. The literature review discussed travel 
motivation issues and image selection in destination positioning including push and pull factors in travel 
motivation. Using semi structured in-depth interviews and a self administered survey; data were collected to 
achieve the objectives of the research. The paper concludes by offering several recommendations on improving 
the image of Malaysia alnong Chinese tourists. 
INTRODUCTION 
In the increasingly competitive global tourism industry, a destination such as Malaysia needs an effectively 
coordinated marketing to attract the international markets including China. In the case of Malaysia, a well 
coordinated marketing is necessary to 1)  integrate marketing and promotional campaigns to build a powerful 
"Malaysia" brand in international markets; 2) highlight the location advantage that makes Malaysia a natural hub 
for client flights from anywhere in the world and 3) promote the image of "Malaysia truly Asia" (people). 
Considering the existing and potential growth of outbound tourism in China, it is in the interest of Malaysia to tap 
this lucrative market by positioning itself in a way that reflects the images Chinese tourists have of Malaysia. This 
paper aims to highlight the current perceptions of Malaysia's image in the Chinese market, which can later be 
used to further develop the destination positioning of the industry. The following questions provide a starting 
point: 1) What are the Chinese tourists' perceptions of Malaysia?; 2) What kind of iinage has attracted these 
people to visit Malaysia?; 3) What kind of marketing strategy (the approach) can be taken regarding the above 
questions?; 4) Have existing marketing strategies influenced the decision of Chinese tourists to travel to 
Malaysia? If so, where has this been most apparent?; 5 )  What destinations are perceived as direct competitors of 
Malaysia in the China market, how does this affect the strategy and how could these be countered in positioning 
Malaysia as a destination? 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
As Malaysia continues to be one of the hottest tourist destination in 200213 and the Chinese outbound tourism 
market became acknowledged as a key emerging market in Malaysia, the importance of marketing the industry 
image more effectively and more efficiently ii1creased.A~ China is the fastest growing outbound tourists countries 
all destinations need to put in more effort in order to improve the destination's image and to capture a significant 
share of this new business opportunity, in the face of intense international competition from other 
destinations.This research focuses on the motivation, the image of Malaysia among visiting Chinese Tourists, 
which should be considered by DM0 when establish a strategic marketing plan. Tourists are individuals and 
groups with widely varying needs, tastes perceptions, characteristics, behavior and economic means to travel. 
The literature review covers travel motivation first, and then focuses on the theories of destination image in terms 
of developing marketing strategy. The research concentrates on the travel motivation and image of the destination 
among visiting tourists. To examine this issues, we apply Chon's (1989) push, or motivation factors and pull, or 
image factors. 
Travel Motivation 
Tourists have needs that they believe travel can fulfill. Needs give rise to motivations, which are energizing forces 
directed at meeting those needs. Motivation is concerned with initiating movement or including a person to act 
(Bennett, 2007:73). A person has many needs, some are bioorganic (such as hunger, thirst, and discomfort) and 
some are psychogenesis (such as recognition, esteem, or belonging). When it is aroused to a sufficient level of 
intensity, a need becomes a motive, which drives the person to act (Kotler, 2000). 
There are several famous theories that attempt to explain motivation, such as  Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs and 
Herzberg's Two-factor Theory. The former explains why people are driven by particular needs times (Maslow, 
1954). As consumers' needs influence motivation and its effects, it is necessary to identify consumer's needs. The 
latter distinguishes dissatisfied and satisfies in customers (Herzberg, 1968). 
Consumer behavior can be represented as consisting of those actions of decision-making units (families, and as 
individuals) directly involved in obtaining and using need, satisfying products and services (see Figure 3.1). it 
includes the decision-making process that precedes and determines these acts. In the past it was assumed that a 
consumer's buying decisions were a result of income only. However, it has become clear that a host of other 
factors influence purchasing patterns and consumer decision-making (Bennett and Strydom, 2001). Chon (1989) 
suggested that at the point when an individual is motivated to travel, a primary image of a destination has been 
constructed. It is based on certain "push and "full" factors associated with the destination 
Models of Consumer Behavior in Tourism 
Pizain and Mansfeld (2000) suggest that key elements of the tourism consumer behavior system include consumer 
beliefs and attitudes, situation factors, and purchasing behavior. 
Wahab, Crampon, and Rothfield (1976) acknowledged that the holiday purchase is distinctive because there is (a) 
no tangible return on investment, (b) considerable expenditure in relation to earned income, (c) a purchase that is 
not spontaneous, and expenditure that involves saving and preplanning. Schmoll's (1977) model of tourism 
consumer behavior is composed of four fields: 1) External stimuli such as trade publications; 2) Travel needs and 
desires determined by personality, sosio-economic factors factors, attitudes, and values; 3) External variable such 
as confidence in the travel agent, destination image, previous experience, and cost and time constraints; 4) 
Destination or service-related characteristics that have a bearing on the decision process and its outcome. The 
model is noteworthy because it pays attention to constraints and their impact the decision-making process. 
Positioning a Destination's Image 
Positioning a destination's image in the minds of a target group of consumers is a core activity of Destination 
Marketing Orgailizations (DMOs). Middleton (1994:227) points out that DMOs are primarily responsible for 
marketing countries and regions as towist destinations. The principal marketing role of DMOs has been seen in 
fairly narrow promotional ternls of creating and con~inunicating appealing destination images and messages to 
prospective visitors, mainly through advertising, public relatioils and print, as a necessary basis for the product- 
specific marketing activities of operations. In the first place the DM0 can formulate and develop the tourist 
product or products of the destination; secondly it can promote them in appropriate markets. It can base its 
approach to development and promotion on market research and thus achieve a close match between the products 
and the markets. In doing this tourist organization is acting on behalf of all interests in tourism and on behalf of 
the whole destination and is compleinentary to the developmeilt and promotion activities of individual providers 
of tourists services. 
Image represents a simplification of large number of associations and pieces of information connected with the 
place. Day, Skidmode and Koller (2001) suggest that there should be congruence between the marketed image and 
the actual destination experience. For "place images" to be effective, they must be valid, believable, simple, have 
appeal and distinctive. A traveler's choice of destination is influenced by a variety of personal and environmental 
factors. D M 0  attempting to promote Malaysia thus need to have an understanding of the motivations of the 
market sectors they address, and also their image of the destination. 
Framework for Destination Image 
In the tourism marketing literature, various authors point out that tourist destination image is a concept that is 
widely used in the empirical context, but is loosely defined and lac lng  a solid conceptual structure. Authors tend 
to consider image being formed by the reasoned and emotional interpretation of the consumer and as the 
consequence of two closely interrelated components: (1) the perceptivelcognitive evaluations, which refer to 
individual's own knowledge and beliefs about the objective and (2) Affective appraisals, which refer to the 
individual's feelings towards the objective. Generally speaking then, the tourists' personal factors influence the 
formation of tourist destination image. Tourists make travel decision after undergoing a process which, according 
to Pizam& Mansfeld (2000). consists of the following stages:l)Motivations of travel, desires and needs, 
expectations; 2) Travel desires, information search, assessment of travel alternatives; and 3) Decision making. The 
image of a destination, should consist of these components. Each component had items that could have functional 
or psychological characteristics, and each characteristic could reflect common or unique features of the 
destination. 
Destination Positioning and Marketing 
It is important that the different interest groups operating in the tourism sector are aware of the destination image 
that the industry and related services seek to provide (Saayman, 2001). As with any business marketing plan, the 
improvement of a destination's image takes place over the long term. In the Malaysia context, Tourism Malaysia 
is responsible for marketing Malaysia internationally through its international offices. In reaching the China 
market, threats from competitors such as Singapore, Thailand, Australia, New Zealand, Korea and Japan as the 
main rival tourist destinations should be given due consideration. To be effective Malaysia's image positioning 
strategy should lead to favorable differentiation from these competitors. 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
A qualitative analysis was undertaken during February till March 2007 in order to develop an understanding of the 
current Chinese outbound travel market. Interviews were conducted electronically with the Malaysia Embassy in 
Beijing and in person with destination management organizations (DMOs) and tour operators Malaysia to get 
some background on the current Chinese tourism market to Malaysia. Self administered survey instrument was 
distributed to in bound Chinese tourists at Kuala Lumpur International Airport. 
FINDINGS 
According to the Malaysia Embassy in Beijing more than half of the Chinese visitors travel to Malaysia on 
business or for official purpose. They are company paid or government aid "tourists". The ADS (Approved 
Destination Status) tourism market is growing rapidly, but tourist cannot travel to Malaysia individually, as the 
ADS agreement with the Chinese government only allows the Embassy to issue group tourism visas. It is quite 
easy for Chinese tourists to travel to Malaysia as both the Enibassy in Beijing and the Consulate General in 
Shanghai can issue visas. As there appears to be relatively little knowledge about Malaysia in both the public and 
trade communities, growing market share is quite challenging. The Chinese market is also a price driven market. 
The Chlnese travel agents cut prices to compete in getting more Chinese citizens to make the overseas trips to 
Malaysia and else where. This price-cutting sometimes has a negative effect on the quality of the Malaysia 
tourism experience. Recent crimes against Chinese (including both overseas Chinese people and tourists) in 
Malaysia also have had a negative impact since many Chinese media reported those cases. The Embassy 
frequently has to address the question on Malaysia "Is it safe to travel to Malaysia?" 
The interviews with various authorities show that China really has growth potential and is a key emerging market 
for Malaysia tourism. Through some major travel shows (e.g. CITM-The China International Travel Mart), the 
image of Malaysia is gradually improving. From the Chinese operator perspective the market is price driven, 
which means the operator must primarily compete in terms of price. But this also impacts on the quality of the 
travel experience Furthermore, negative reports on Malaysia's crime against Chinese travelers also affect the 
destination image. The interviews with operators can be summarized as follows and largely confirm the views 
expressed by government officials. Firstly, price is huge issues for the tourists from China who compare Malaysia 
with other popular destinations like Thailand. At the same time, the image or the knowledge of Malaysia as a 
tourist destination is also limited among Chinese tourists. Thirdly, most Chinese tourists who travel on holiday 
prefer to join guided tours due to the language barriers and their interest in visiting famous paces like the KLCC 
Twin-Tower and Langkawi Island. 
Descriptive Statistics 
All 112 valid questionnaires were captured in SPSS for analysis. The demographic data was analyzed by 
descriptive statistics to produce profile of the respondents. The demographics of the respondents that were visiting 
Malaysia from China are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1 demographics of Survey Respondents (N=112) 
I Age I Education ( Occupation 
I before Malaysia 





1 Female 27% I No 35% 1 No 16% 
Out of a total of 112 respondents in this study 73% were male. This is expected since there is a greater inclination 
for Chinese men to undertake travel. The age distributions is given in Table 1 with an estimated mean age of 41.5 
showing people in the middle age bracket to dominate the traveling class. It is noteworthy that no senior citizens 
are in the sample. Most visitors to Malaysia are white-collar workers (40%) and 60% of the visitors have a 




Overseas travel experience 
Owner-self-employed22% 
White collar 40% 
Professional technical 10% 
Blue collar 1% 
Management position 23% 
Government official 4% 
, First time visit Malaysia 
for a rather short duratioi1.78% planned to stay less than three days in Malaysia and 66% of the visitors have a 
bachelors or honors degree. For most visitors (84%) this was their to Malaysia and most were visiting for a rather 
short duration. 78% planned to stay less than three days in Langkawi Island and 66% were on holiday , 29% for 
business and the other 5% to visit friends and relatives. This can be contrasted with the feedback fiom Malaysia 
Embassy in Beijing that half of the visitors from China come for business purpose. 
As almost half (49%) of the visitors to Malaysia had already visited Hong Kong and Macau. The short distance 
from China and low language barriers probably explains this. But only 11% considered these destinations as 
alternatives to Malaysia. For others, these destinations are precursors to an overseas trip. The other long-haul 
destinations considered before choosiilg Malaysia suggest that the country faces a very broad range of 
competitors, which include Japan, Australia and Europe. 
Motivation Analysis (Mean Ranking) 
In order to identify the reasons for traveling to Malaysia, respondents were presented a list of 23 motivations and 
asked to rate each on a 5point Likert scale. The mean ranking of the motivation questions is shown in Table 2 
together with fiequency counts of respondeilts who "agree" and "strongly agree". Experience different culture" 
is the most often cited travel motivation (111-4.22; "strongly agreeU=37). In descending order of importance, it was 
closely followed by "see country after change" (m=3.96), "know new place" (m=3.95), "fulfill dream of seeing 
Malaysia" (m=3.93), and "rest and relaxation"(in=3.80). It was noted that only the mean of the first motivation is 
over "4", which represents "agree". The first four reasons are cited by over 89% of respondents as among their 
motives for coming to Malaysia. 
Table 2 "*'em the main rankin of motivation 
2 1. Attend culture events 
22. Visit friends or reIatives 
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Overall, while the respondents cited an average of ten reasons for visiting Malaysia, they only identified one 
strong motivation for traveling to Malaysia. This suggests that there are many marketing opportunities to strength 
the motivation of potential Chinese tourists to Malaysia. The estimates of the Malaysia Embassy that 50% of 
Chinese tourists to Malaysia are business visitors is supported as more than half (54%) of the respondents 
indicated that one reason for visiting was 'Business travel or seeking business opportunity". In only three cases 
was the mean of a motivation factors below "3",  which represents. "Disagree". The attribute with the lowest mean 
score was "participate in sports" (m=2.46). 
Table 3: Factor Analysis of 
Variable 1 Social 
Rest and relaxation 
Got to places friends 
have not visited 
experience different life style and culture 




Tell friends about experience 
Seek diversion and entertainment 




Participate in sport (e.g. golf) 
Alleviate stress and 
tension 
Attend culture events 
Business or seek 
Business opporti~ni ty
Increase knowledge of 
Malaysia and its people 
Eigenvalue 





Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization 
The four factors on motivations for Chinese tourists to visit Malaysia can be labeled as: social, exploration, 
activity, business and people. The first factor had the highest eigenvalue (3.58)  and explained 19.91%of the 
variance. The second factor, "Exploration", included statements such as "seek diversion and entertainment", and 
"fulfill dream of seeing Malaysia". This factor had an eigenvalue of 2.93 and explaines16.25% of the variance. 
Factor three grouped four statements related to an activity based vacation including shopping, travel package, 
sports, and to alleviative stress and tension. It had an eigenvalue of 2.47 and explained 13.74% of the variance. 
Factor four was named "Business and People", had an eigenvalue of 1.41 and explained 7.82% of the variance. 
These were labeled together because knowing the people and the country better closely related to exploring 
business oppol-tunities. 
Table 4 Groups Ranking of Motivation Factors 
) Exploration: I Intellectual improvement 1 3.68 
) Average 
Social: I Go places friends have not visited 
Business and People: 
~ e s t  and relaxation 
Experience different life style and culture 
Do exciting things 
Enjoy shopping, entertainment 
Tell friends above the experiences 
Seek diversion and entertainment 
Fulfill dream of seeing Malaysia 
Average 
Business travel 
Increase knowledge of Malaysia and people 
Destination Image Analysis (Mean Ranking) 
Activity: 
In order to identify the perceived image of Malaysia, respondents were presented a list of 35 items and asked 
whether or not they associated the items with Malaysia on a 5-point Likert scale. On average respondents agreed 
with 17 statements and strongly agreed with two statements. In descending order of importance, it was closely 
followed by "tropical wildlife and flowers" (m=4.44), "tropical h i t s "  (in-4.32). "shopping facilities" (m=4.13) 
and "handicrafts" (m=3.82). It was noted that the ineans of the first four image variables are over "4", which 
represents "agree". The four items highest on the list suggest possible themes that could be developed by DMOs 













The data above suggest that Malaysia attracts Chinese tourists mainly because of its natural environment, customs 
and culture, historical attractions, and Island. Therefore destination marketing, which is the key responsibility of 
government agencies such as national DMOs and their provincial, regional and community counterparts should 
emphasize these aspects in performing their role of marketing Malaysia in China. 
RECOMMENDATION AND CONCLUSION 
The key element of the tourism product is the image that tourists have of the destination. Perhaps Bennett and 
Strydom (2001) suggestion that the images of the particular travel and tourism product are formed on the basis of 
1) marketing communication; 2) previous experience of the destination; 3) word-of-mouth recommendations from 
friends and/ or family; 4) the prospective tourist's immediate needs (i.e. motivation) should be taken as a 
guideline in strengthening the image of Malaysia to Chinese tourists. The internet, newspapers and TV 
programmes are specific communication tool to concentrate on since most of respondents highlighted these as 
sources of information about Malaysia. As most Chiilese visitors had overseas travel experience it can be 
reasonably concluded that their previous visits to other destinations, such as Hong Kong, Macau, Singapore, and 
Thailand could have influenced their motivatioils and perceived image of Malaysia. Visitors who were previously 
in Malaysia have a more positive image of the country than first time visitors. 
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